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            There were dragonflies, spotted butterflies,

            But best of all was the warm thick slobber

            Of frogspawn that grew like clotted water

            In the shade of the banks.

            
                

            

            Death of a Naturalist by Seamus Heaneyviii
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            Prologue

         

         People always asked why she was called Frog, but nobody in the family could really remember – or agree on the answer. Frog’s real name was Frances, but no one called her that. Dad reckoned the nickname began when she was a baby, and Mum said it started when she began crawling using funny froggy legs that made her go backwards. But Grandad said Fran only became Frog after Tad was born.

         Frog’s brother, Tad, was two years younger than her. They named him Taddeus, after Grandad’s grandfather. “It’s a Gaelic name,” Grandad had explained. “It means ‘poet’ or ‘philosopher’. It was the name of many Irish kings. He’s going to be wise and strong.” From day one, Taddeus was known as Tad. 2But he wasn’t strong. In fact, quite the opposite.

         Even though he was named after a warrior king, Tad didn’t do things like Frog. As a baby, he was slow to hold his head up, slow to crawl, slow to walk. And when he eventually did, he was always falling over. Tad walked on his tippy-toes like a strange little faun creature – he had trouble running and jumping. He couldn’t throw a ball and he found it difficult to climb stairs.

         And so he became the little Tadpole and she was the big strong Froggie. And that was how they were known ever since.

         One day, a boy in Frog’s class asked her why her brother walked funny, and she didn’t have an answer. He was just Tad. The Tadpole. Walking on his tippy-toes and always tumbling over, Frog following behind to pick him up again, time after time. That was just how it was.

         But then Frog started to notice other things. Like how Tad’s legs hurt all the time. How his hands shook when he tried to hold things. How he got so tired he sometimes fell asleep in the middle of the day. How there were constant trips to the doctor, the hospital, the physio, and so much medicine for Tad to take, so many things Tad couldn’t do for himself.

         “It’s just how our Tad is,” Dad said when Frog asked 3him. “Nothing for you to worry about.”

         And Mum just sighed and said, “Please don’t ask difficult questions, Frog. We’ll explain when you’re old enough to understand.”

         So in the end it was Grandad who told her.

         Frog had been six years old. It was not long after Grandad had come to live with them. Not long after Granny died. Grandad was Mum’s dad. He told the best stories and made the best scrambled eggs. He claimed to be descended from a long line of Irish kings all the way back to Conn of the Hundred Battles. He also claimed never to have washed his feet.

         “To be sure, they wash themselves,” he declared. “Every time you take a shower, or step in a puddle, your toes get a quick wash!”

         “Grandad! That’s yucky!”

         “Well, it’s the secret to my strength,” said Grandad with a wink. “Like that chap who never cut his hair. If I wash my goggins, reckon I’ll lose all my power!”

         “Goggins?”

         Grandad had funny words for just about everything. Goggins was Irish for “feet”, he said.

         “Is that why Tad’s legs aren’t strong?” Frog asked him then. “Because he washed his feet too much?”

         It was a sunny day and Frog was helping Grandad 4in the garden. Mum was cooking bolognese in the kitchen, the smell of meat and onions spilling out on to the patio.

         Grandad looked at her then with the pale-blue eyes that Tad had inherited.

         “Have you talked to your mam and daddy about this, young Frogster?” Grandad asked.

         “Dad said it was nothing to worry about,” said Frog. “And Mum said I was too young to understand.”

         “Right,” said Grandad. His face was creased into a frown. “But you want to know what’s going on, right?”

         Frog nodded.

         “Come and sit down then, Froggie.”

         Frog plonked herself next to him on the patio bench and that was when Grandad explained about Tad’s illness.

         It was a rare form of Spinal Muscular Atrophy – called SMA-PME for short – and it was an illness of the muscles, he told her. That’s why Tad’s arms and legs weren’t strong, he said. Why he got so tired. Why he found it hard to run, to jump, to throw a ball.

         “But … will he get better?”

         Grandad shook his head. It was a progressive condition, which meant that Tad’s muscles would get weaker and weaker as he got older. He would gradually 5lose more and more strength in his limbs and eventually the disease would spread to all the muscles in Tad’s body.

         “Even the ones in his heart – and the ones that help him breathe?” Frog had asked, looking up in alarm. They had been learning about the body in school. She knew the heart pumped the blood around the body, and the lungs were used for breathing – keeping us alive.

         “Yes,” said Grandad. “Eventually.”

         An ice-cream van was playing its tune somewhere on the other side of the estate. Frog remembered the feel of the patio, gritty beneath her bare feet.

         “So will he … die?”

         Frog remembered that word coming out of her own mouth. Such a small word for such a big thing on a sunny day.

         Grandad took a moment before he answered.

         “Yes,” he said simply. “One day. But that’s a long way off yet, I hope. Our little Tadpole should get to grow into a big croaker first – he might just find things a bit more tricky along the way.”

         Frog nodded, but her tummy felt tight.

         “Which means our job is to help him,” said Grandad. “Be there for him. Be strong for him.”

         So, after that, Frog started hanging out less with 6friends from school, preferring to spend time with Tad – to be there for him. And whenever Frog saw her brother take a tumble, whenever she watched him struggling to climb the stairs, or trying keep up with the other kids at school, she felt a little pulse of worry form, like a pebble in her tummy. And over time those worries built up, like a pile of marbles that she locked tightly away in a box, deep, deep in her belly, tightly closed inside, so nobody else could see them but her.

         Because it was her job to help her brother. To be there for him. To be brave. To be the strong one.
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            Frogspawn

         

         Spring came late that year but when it came, it arrived in a blaze of sunshine. Cold frosts and snow in late February, but by mid-April the sun was out. “Time to collect frogspawn,” Tad declared.

         Their tradition of collecting frogspawn had started soon after Frog’s conversation with Grandad, nearly five years ago now. Every spring since then, Grandad had taken them down to the pond at the far end of the park, armed with jam pots and fishing nets and they would bend over the water, and gasp at the jellied dots teeming beneath the surface. With Grandad’s help, Frog and Tad would scoop out jam pots full of the thick slobber to display on the window sills at home, while they watched and waited for the fattening dots to burst 8into nimble swimming tadpoles.

         Then it was a race to see which taddies would sprout limbs first – tiny stumps, then proper legs with miniature fingers and toes, and eventually their bullet heads would turn into blunt frog features as the wriggling dots metamorphosed into bulbous croakers.

         They didn’t all make it, of course. Some mornings when they went to feed the taddies, a lopsided dot would be found dead at the bottom of the tank to which they transferred the spawn.

         “It’s nature’s way,” Grandad would say. “Only the strong survive!”

         But this year, Tad was too weak to go spawn-hunting. He’d caught an infection that had gone to his chest, and he’d been off school for weeks, stuck in bed, wheezing and shaking and trying to catch his breath. Last week he’d been to the doctor, who had listened to his chest and checked his lungs, and given him more medicine, but it hadn’t worked, and today he had to go up to the hospital again.

         “I can’t go to the pond without you!” Frog protested.

         She was lying on the top bunk, staring up at the constellations of stars she had stuck on the ceiling so Tad could see the night sky even when he couldn’t get outside.9

         “If we leave it any longer there won’t be any spawn left.” Tad’s small croaky voice came from the bed below. What he lacked in physical strength, Frog’s baby brother more than made up for in force of personality, wit and sheer determination – sometimes bordering on bossiness. “You need to go today, Froggie!”

         Frog rolled over and stuck her head over the edge of the bunk. This was how she and Tad greeted each other every morning: her upside-down face meeting his small bright-blue eyes looking up. Tad looked much smaller than his nine years. He had been up half the night and his pale-blue eyes were ringed with shadows, but there was still a brightness about them, a Tad sparkle.

         Frog and Tad had been sharing a room since Grandad came to live with them. There was only enough room for the bunk beds, a wardrobe and a chest of drawers, but Frog didn’t mind. She liked hearing Tad’s soft breathing in the night. She liked being able to clamber in next to him when she had one of her nightmares and wrap her arms around his small warm body and feel his heart beating, which always made the bad dreams go away. She liked that Tad’s face was the first she saw every morning, and the last she said goodnight to.10

         Curled up in the corner, propped up on pillows and wrapped up in a duvet that had once been Frog’s, Tad insisted, “You need to go, Froggie!”

         “It doesn’t feel right going without you,” she said quietly. “We always get frogspawn together. Tad and Frog – frogspawn hunters.”

         “Wildlife Warriors!” Tad grinned.

         “Exactly!” said Frog.

         She dangled her hand over the side of the bunk and Tad reached out his own. “You could just go and see if the frogs have been!” he persisted.

         They had been having the same conversation for about a week, going back and forth, and Tad was not about to give up. “Stubborn as a mule”, Grandad called him.

         Frog wriggled her way out of her duvet, swung her legs over the side and clambered down into the bottom bunk with her brother. It was like a little cave down there, Tad’s domain. He had stuck photos of the family all over the wall and football stickers up and down the bedposts, which Mum said would never come off. It smelled of the eucalyptus Mum rubbed on his chest, of the sweet sticky medicine he took for his chest infection, the massage oils for his legs, of sleep and soap and laundry powder.11

         “But what if the frogs have been?” Frog said, curling up at the end of the mattress. Tad’s toes didn’t even reach halfway down the bed so there was plenty of room for her lanky limbs. “What if there’s loads of frogspawn already?”

         “Then bring some back for me to see,” said Tad, and he widened his eyes in his pleading puppy-dog look.

         “You know I can’t say no if you pull that face!”

         “What face?” Tad widened his eyes even more and grinned mischievously.

         Before Frog had a chance to answer, the door opened and Grandad’s head appeared. “Morning, puddocks!”

         Puddocks was an old Gaelic word for “frogs”: Tad and Frog. The Tadpole and the Froggie. Team Puddocks.

         “How are my favourite grandkiddies this morning?”

         “We’re your only grandkiddies, Grandad!” Tad laughed.

         “No guarantee you’ll stay my favourites,” said Grandad. “You’ll both need to stay on your A-game if you want to remain in pole position!”

         Grandad spoke with a soft Irish lilt that he’d never lost even after five decades living among the “Britishers”. Mum had a trace of it too, though she was only half Irish. “Part rebel, part English,” Grandad said, like Frog and Tad – which meant it was all the more important 12for them to learn the lingo of the old country.

         “Your mam has sent me to tell you that Tad has his appointment at nine,” Grandad went on. “You and me, young Frogster, are to entertain ourselves while they are out.”

         “Or I could just go with them,” said Frog.

         “Those are your mam’s orders,” said Grandad. “And far be it from me – or any of us – to question your mother!”

         “Anyway, Frog is going to the pond,” said Tad with a sideways grin.

         “Grand!” said Grandad. “And not before time, sure. Cold winter, late spring – those frogs won’t hang around now the sun’s finally made an appearance.”

         Frog looked from Grandad to her brother, wondering if they had planned the whole operation together. Grandad had given Tad a book called Wildlife in Your Back Garden. It had belonged to his brother Frank, he said. It had an old brown cover and yellowing pages and was full of pictures of plants and birds and insects and mammals that you could find in your garden. Tad had been poring over it all winter while he’d been stuck in bed. He and Grandad had come up with the idea of the Wildlife Warriors. They had concocted all sorts of plans for Frog and Tad to do 13once the summer came and he was well again. From building bug hotels and hedgehog houses, to making grass heaps for slow-worms, planting a butterfly meadow, making mud-puddling pools for moths, a hibernarium for dormice, fat balls for the birds … Tad had a long list and tadpoles were first on it.

         “Have we got any jars, Grandad?”

         “Aye, from what your mam’s been buying in bulk from the cash-and-carry,” said Grandad. “And Dibbo O’Shaughnessy at the chippie gave me some pickled onions jars. They’ll need a good rinse, mind.”

         “We don’t want any pickled frogspawn.” Tad laughed a little, before it caught and turned into a cough. He’d been like this ever since he got the infection. “They definitely won’t hatch.”

         Frog accepted defeat. “Fine,” she said with a sigh. “I’ll go. But it doesn’t feel right without you.”

         “Excellent news,” said Grandad. “And you can look out for badgers while you’re at the copse too!”

         “Badgers?”

         “Dibbo reckons there might be a new sett up near the pond.” Grandad nodded sagely. “Badgers like to munch on frogs, so you might bump into an old brock on your mission.”

         “I’d like to see a badger,” said Tad, his eyes sparkling. 14“Add that to the list, Grandad!” he added airily.

         “Right you are, but they’re shy beasts,” said Grandad. “If Froggie can locate the sett while she’s out, then maybe we’ll find a way.”
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            Frogspawn Day

         

         Tad left to go to the hospital shortly afterwards. Dad didn’t usually go to the appointments, because he was a builder, so if he missed a day’s work he didn’t get paid, but today he’d driven Mum and Tad in his white van. Dad had carried Tad down to the car, because his legs were so weak from being stuck in bed for weeks, and Mum had insisted on wrapping him in even more blankets so he looked like a tiny larva in a cocoon as he grinned happily to Frog, saying, “Bring back loads of taddies, Froggie! And find me that badger!”

         After they’d gone, Frog fetched the wheelbarrow while Grandad disappeared into his shed to find the jars and fishing nets. Frog’s net had rotted over the winter and was full of holes, but Tad’s was still good.16

         Frog hadn’t been out in the garden for ages. She’d stayed inside with Tad all winter because it didn’t seem fair to go out without him. But Grandad had certainly been busy, clearing away the dead residue of the cold season and preparing the garden for summer. Getting it ready for the Wildlife Warriors.

         “Lots to do in the garden at this time of year,” Grandad said. “Summer is just around the corner and there are plenty of creatures coming out of hibernation or returning from migration – making nests, finding new mates.”

         He was wearing his old gardening jumper, which was full of holes where the moths had got in. Mum had once tried to put it in the bin, but Grandad had fished it out. He said Granny had knitted it for him.

         “So, young Frogster,” he said, as they loaded the wheelbarrow up with the giant jars. “Do you feel old and wise enough to walk to the park on your own, now you’re in Year Six?”

         “I … suppose…”

         Frog had walked to school every day since Tad got sick. It was only five minutes away on the other side of the estate and Mum said it would be good practice for when she went to high school next year. The park was in the same direction – practically on the way, but 17it still felt strange going alone.

         “Grand!” said Grandad. “I’ll get the old fish tank out of the garage and start cleaning it while you go off in search of the cackleberries?”

         “Cackleberries?”

         “Frogspawn!”

         Mum sometimes got irritated with Grandad’s funny words. “Just speak plain English, Dad!” she said. But Grandad reckoned new words made you see the world in different ways, and cackleberries sounded like juicy fruit, full of pips, ready to burst into life. Just right for frogspawn.

         “Catch plenty of strong little kickers for your brother,” Grandad said as he practically pushed her out of the back gate, which creaked and complained on its hinges. It hadn’t been opened all winter.

         Frog hesitated, half wanting to ask Grandad to come with her.

         “Go on with you,” he said as she wheeled the barrow into the narrow passageway running along the back of their row of houses, which everyone called the “snicket”. “Your brother will be naming those taddies before they’ve even hatched!” he declared. “You mark my words.”

         Frog glanced up at her bedroom window, half 18expecting to see Tad’s face pressed up against it. But of course he wasn’t there.

         This year it was just her collecting frogspawn – all on her own.
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            The Pond

         

         The park wasn’t far. Down the snicket, over the road, past the little parade of shops and Dibbo’s chippie, past the railings and through the gate, past the play area with the swings and the slide and the climbing frame that Tad could never manage. The pond itself was at the far end, in the little wooded copse where Frog and Tad used to play hide-and-seek.

         The park was full of kids – most of them Frog knew from school. A couple were in Tad’s class, and they waved at her as she went past.

         “Where you going with that wheelbarrow, Frog?”

         “Gonna get some frogspawn,” she called back. And she nearly said, “Wanna come?” But she didn’t.

         One of the girls called out, “When’s your Tad 20coming back to school?”

         Frog had been asked this question a thousand times. “Soon,” she said, giving the same reply she always gave. “He just needs to build his strength back up.”

         “Can we come over and see him?” asked another boy.

         “He’s at the hospital today,” Frog said. “But he should be back later. Call round if you want.”

         They said they would and then ran off to play, and Frog trundled on with her wheelbarrow, past the concrete pipes where she and Tad made dens last autumn – Frog fetching and carrying, Tad supervising the construction – then through the copse and down to the pond.

         Grandad was right. Another week and it would have been too late. The hot weather had sprung spring into action and the pond was already teeming with life. Frog could even smell it before she reached the water’s edge. The stench of clotted water, life rising from the muddy depths of winter where the rotted weeds of the old year still fermented. Beneath the canopy of trees, the pond lay in a stagnant cocoon. Bluebottles and spotted dragonflies wove a strong gauze of sound around the smell, and all along its banks the gloopy frogspawn bubbled and frothed like some evil witches’ brew.21

         Frog remembered last spring – Tad sitting on a rock and running his fingers through the slime while Frog scooped the spawn into jars, shouting out encouragement as she leaned precariously over the muddy pool.

         “Get plenty of the water in there too, Froggie. Don’t forget a bit of pondweed, Froggie!”

         Now Frog stared down at her reflection in the water. At her white face, framed by her dark hair, and her gangly limbs elongated by the slanting morning sun, which made her look even taller. Was she getting too old for collecting frogspawn, she wondered? She’d be going to secondary school soon. Did high school kids think it was babyish? She felt suddenly unsure.

         But then she looked at the wobbling mass of jelly fermenting by the bank, and excitement bubbled up inside her. Here, beneath her fingertips, were the beginnings of life. The old frogs had slept deep in the muddy depths of the pond all winter, encased in snow and ice, hibernating beneath the frozen waters, waiting, waiting for spring when they could emerge – like princesses in some fairy tale – to mate and lay their eggs and start the life cycle all over again.

         Frog thought of Tad. Cooped up inside all winter, 22but now spring was here and summer just around the corner, and soon he’d be better and they could play in the garden and the park and the woods. They would be Wildlife Warriors – and everything would go back to how it was.

         Frog pulled out Tad’s fishing net and filled three jam pots with spawn, dropping in a bit of pondweed into each. The rest she filled with pond water for the tank, working quickly because it was already hot and she didn’t want the spawn to overheat in the jars.

         Grandad had explained that by rearing the taddies at home, away from predators, they were giving the local frog population a little boost. But you had to do it responsibly. You couldn’t take too many. As the spring sunlight cast strange reflections across the water, Frog could almost imagine the adult frogs hiding in the undergrowth, guarding their brood, watching the intruder carry the precious eggs away.

         She knew that was silly. Adult frogs abandoned their frogspawn as soon as it was laid, leaving the fate of the next generation to chance. Still, as Frog hastily loaded the jars on to the wheelbarrow and pushed it – much heavier now – up the bank and back in the direction of the park, she had a strange sense that she was being watched.23

         Maybe it was Grandad’s badger, she thought to herself, as she headed in the direction of home. Maybe the old brock was watching over the tadpoles – and watching her too.
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